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ABSTRACT 



This study used a regression discontinuity design to examine 
the causal effect of summer school and grade retention on student 
achievement. In 1996, the Chicago Public Schools instituted an accountability 
policy that tied summer school attendance and promotional decisions to 
performance on standardized tests, which created a highly non-linear 
relationship between current achievement and probability of attending summer 
school or being retained. This study used the exogenous variation generated 
by the decision rule to identify the impact of these remedial programs. It 
utilized Chicago Public School data on test scores, demographics, bilingual 
and special education status, and residential and school mobility. Students 
in grades 3-6 were followed for 5 years. Results showed that summer school 
increased academic achievement in reading and mathematics and that these 
positive effects remained substantial at least 2 years following completion 
of the program. In contrast to prior studies, retention had no negative 
consequences on the academic achievement of students retained in third grade 
and in fact may have increased short-term performance. The impact of 
retention on older students was mixed, with no impact on math and a negative 
effect on reading. (Contains 7 figures, 9 tables, and 34 references.) (SM) 
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Abstract 



As standards and accountability have become an increasingly prominent feature of the 
educational landscape, educators have relied more on remedial programs such as summer school 
and grade retention to help low-achieving students meet minimum academic standards. Yet the 
evidence on the effectiveness of such programs is mixed, and prior research suffers from 
selection bias. However, recent school reform efforts in Chicago provide an opportunity to 
examine the causal impact of these remedial education programs. In 1996, the Chicago Public 
Schools instituted an accountability policy that tied summer school and promotional decisions to 
performance on standardized tests, which resulted in a highly non-linear relationship between 
current achievement and the probability of attending summer school or being retained. Using a 
.regression discontinuity design, we find that the net effect of these programs was to substantially 
increase academic achievement among third graders, but not sixth graders. In addition, contrary 
to conventional wisdom and prior research, we find that retention increases achievement for third 
grade students and has little effect on math achievement for sixth grade students. 
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Abstract 

As standards and accountability have become an increasingly prominent feature of the 
educational landscape, educators have relied more on remedial programs such as summer school 
and grade retention to help low-achieving students meet minimum academic standards. Yet the 
evidence on the effectiveness of such programs is mixed, and prior research suffers from 
selection bias. However, recent school reform efforts in Chicago provide an opportunity to 
examine the causal impact of these remedial education programs. In 1996, the Chicago Public 
Schools instituted an accountability policy that tied summer school and promotional decisions to 
performance on standardized tests, which resulted in a highly non-linear relationship between 
current achievement and the probability of attending summer school or being retained. Using a 
regression discontinuity design, we find that the net effect of these programs was to substantially 
increase academic achievement among third graders, but not sixth graders. In addition, contrary 
to conventional wisdom and prior research, we find that retention increases achievement for third 
grade students and has little effect on math achievement for sixth grade students. , 
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I. Introduction 

Education is one of the most important avenues through which governments can address 
concerns of economic growth and equity. Human capital plays a substantial role in the economic 
growth of nations (Topel 1999) and, in the. past two decades, skill, biased technical change has 
increased the returns to schooling, exacerbating wage inequality between the most and least 
educated members of our society (Katz and Murphy 1992). At the same time, cognitive ability 
has become an increasingly important determinant of labor market success in this country 
(Mumane et al. 1995). 

Aware of the importance of education, economists have spent considerable effort 
examining what factors affect academic achievement. There is a large literature on the 
importance of financial resources in determining educational outcomes. 1 However, researchers 
have paid considerably less attention to remedial programs designed to improve the performance 
of low achieving students, including summer school and grade retention (Eide and Showalter 
forthcoming ). 

Such policies, however, have become increasingly popular in recent years. Sixteen states 
provide funding for districts that institute summer programs, require summer school attendance 
for students who do not meet academic expectations or require districts to offer summer school 
to low achieving students (ECS 2000). In the summer of 1999, New York City provided summer 
help for 70,000 students and Chicago required over 30,000 low-achieving students to attend 
summer classes. Other urban districts with summer programs include Houston, with 8,000 
students enrolled; Boston, with 6,500; Denver, with 6,000; Los Angeles, with 139,000; and the 




